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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 
 
This thesis examines Washington, DC area arts organizations that have implemented 
mission-related programming at their galas, seeking to understand what techniques are 
used to keep donors engaged at the event.  This research demonstrates that successful 
fundraising galas of arts organizations in the Washington, DC metropolitan area provide 
a balance of highlighting the organization’s mission while creating a social and 
entertaining atmosphere utilizing various gala techniques. Provided in this thesis are 
recommendations and examples of fundraising events and gala techniques for nonprofit 
arts organizations to engage donors and meet their expectations.  Methods I used in my 
research include interviews and surveys with arts nonprofits in the Washington, DC area.   
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Introduction 
 
 
As many arts organizations are non-profits, providing information on how an arts 
organization can benefit from hosting fundraising events, such as an annual gala, can be 
of great importance to the field of arts administration and nonprofit development. It is 
important for the leadership and event organizers of arts organizations to understand how 
they can maximize their gala fundraising efforts.   As a non-profit manager living in 
Washington, DC, I’ve observed a robust social scene around fundraising galas but less of 
a focus on the mission, vision and programming of these organizations in this context.  
My research aims to identify organizations that have implemented mission-related 
programming at their galas, and to understand what they acquire by providing attendees 
an opportunity to learn more about their work and other techniques the organizations use 
to keep donors engaged at the event.  
To examine the impact that featuring mission programming at annual fundraising 
galas has on arts organizations in the Washington, DC metropolitan area, I used mixed 
methods research. Acquiring anecdotal information or qualitative research from an arts 
organization on how they feature their programs and what other fundraising techniques 
they utilize at their gala was important to my research.  Using quantitative research by 
collecting data on how much money an arts organization brings in from a gala and how 
much an organization spends on their gala techniques was helpful to understand if the 
techniques these organizations are employing are effective. 
I used maximum variation cases to conduct my research.  I chose three arts 
organizations that differ from one another in size, type of organization, budget and gala 
statistics.  By providing case studies of varied arts organizations, I believe this can help a 
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broad audience of arts administration and events professionals to gain knowledge of 
successful gala techniques and insight on the importance of their implementation.  
I anticipated my findings to show that when arts organizations feature their 
programs or mission, attendees are more likely to donate at the event and they are more 
likely to become engaged with the organization in the long-term.  Long-term engagement 
with an arts organization may include becoming a volunteer, organizational member, a 
high-level donor or a board member.  Organizations may use performances, awards 
ceremonies, photo slideshows, videos, art exhibits, mission-related marketing materials 
and other techniques to highlight their programs and mission.   
 
Understanding Donors’ Motivations to Give 
Single tickets to attend Washington, DC area fundraising galas of arts 
organizations in 2011 ranged from $100 to $1250 (Washington Life 2011). As these 
prices already request a fairly large sum of money, it is crucial for arts organizations to 
understand why a donor is motivated to give both initially and long-term.  Without this 
understanding, an organization may miss out on the full benefits of hosting a fundraising 
gala.    
In order to nurture relationships with donors, it is important to provide 
information on how their contributions are used (Lange 2011). In the gala environment, 
providing an attendee with an idea of how their admission ticket donation is used, could 
perhaps nurture the relationship with the organization further.  This act leads a donor to 
understand that they are actually giving to a good cause rather than just providing money 
to pay for the gala experience itself.   
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According to Wachovia Trust Nonprofit and Philanthropic Services, “younger 
donors anticipate giving greater time and more money to philanthropy in the future” 
(2008). As the Millennial generation starts to contribute more, it is also important to 
understand what motivates this demographic to give to an organization. A shift in donors’ 
giving motivations is in progress.  Organizations may be accustomed to the Silent 
Generation giving donations and allowing the organization to do the work, whereas the 
younger generations such as Gen X and the Millennials1 prefer to be involved in the 
mission of the organization with a more hands-on approach (Wachovia Trust Nonprofit 
and Philanthropic Services 2008).  In terms of gala involvement this could mean more 
volunteer engagement and more of a need to address how an organization uses its funds.  
FIGURE 1 provides an understanding of age demographics and each group’s motivations 
to give to non-profit organizations. When determining fundraising efforts, an 
organization may want to understand which demographic is more likely to give to their 
organization and how they should structure their efforts to highlight what is important to 
these specific age groups.  For example, the chart indicates that it might not be important 
for fundraising efforts to focus on the idea of government programming in relation to 
organizational program, as it is not a high-ranking motivating factor for most generations.  
However, if an organization provides services to the poor, it may be important to 
highlight this in your gala program as donors of all generations have ranked this as a 
high-ranking motivating factor (The Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University 2008).  
 
                                                1	  Members	  of	  Generation	  X	  were	  born	  between	  1964	  to	  1981	  and	  the	  Millennial	  Generation	  were	  born	  since	  1981	  (The	  Center	  on	  Philanthropy	  at	  Indiana	  University	  2008).	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Top Five Motivations for Charitable Giving 
  
Generational Differences in Charitable Giving and in Motivations for Giving, The Center 
on Philanthropy at Indiana University, 2008 
 
 
FIGURE 1- TOP MOTIVATIONS FOR CHARITABLE GIVING  
 
 
 
Planning for Donor Engagement  
A gala program could be a useful tool to highlight the mission of the organization 
while perhaps thanking donors for providing funds to continue the work.  In Retaining 
your Best Donors in the Chronicle of Philanthropy, Jeremy Greg, the Vice President for 
Development at the Center for Nonprofit Management in Dallas, discusses the 
importance of thanking donors for their giving.   “In general, I think that all fund raisers 
should follow the rule of "saying thank you seven (7) times for every ask" (The Chronicle 
for Philanthropy 2009).  It seems appropriate that a gala highlighting an organization’s 
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mission could help provide insight on what a donor’s contribution affords the 
organization, while thanking them at the same time.   An organization’s staff may also 
use the gala as an opportunity to seek out high-level donors and thank them in person.   
In the article, They're back: Nonprofits Galas Break Fundraising Records, it is 
noted that 2013 was a good year for nonprofit fundraising and there has been a notable 
boost “from wealthy individuals and big-ticket events” (Frojo 2013). The recession has 
certainly affected nonprofits and it is important that arts organizations keep the economy 
in mind when planning fundraising efforts and galas. For example, the Bethesda, 
Maryland-based organization, Imagination Stage received contributions and grants 
totaling approximately 4 million dollars in 2008 (GuideStar 2012) which shifted 
drastically to 1.2 million dollars by 2012 (Guidestar 2012).  Washington, DC area arts 
organizations like Imagination Stage must continue to engage their donors, even through 
economic challenges.  Programs to engage past and present donors may be fruitful for an 
organization’s future.   
It is also noted in the literature that donor engagement in a tough economy is 
possible but that organizations must be willing to highlight the progress of programming 
and calculate the value of organizational spending (Frojo 2013). With less money to 
spend and more at risk, donors want organizations to use reporting and analysis 
techniques to answer the question, “ Did that program make a difference?” (Frojo 2013) 
Informing donors of these details will allow them to understand the value of a donation.   
According to Repositioning Fundraising in the 21st Century, donors have shifted 
their interests in giving from ‘self-oriented’ to ‘altruistic’ charities.  Traditional donors 
gave to “performing arts organizations they enjoy” (Nichols, 2003) but younger and 
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diverse donors are giving to organizations “that focus on the broader populations — 
addressing societal concerns such as hunger, homelessness and violence” (Nichols 2003).  
As “the largest percentage of growth is being found in the altruistic sector” (Nichols 
2003), it is important for organizations to describe to donors how they are reaching out to 
needy populations.   
  Providing more personal contact with individuals may offer more opportunities 
for donor engagement as well.  A good way to do this with multiple donors is through a 
gala or special fundraising event.  Providing an opportunity for a donor to meet various 
stakeholders and to hear first-hand about the organization, facilitates this area of donor 
engagement.  In Special Events: Proven Strategies for Nonprofit Fundraising, it is noted 
that “the most important point and one that many nonprofit boards often overlook – is the 
personal contact that a special event can offer in contrast to the usual arms-length direct 
mail or telethon programs” (Wendroff 2004). 
 
 Involving the Entire Organization in Fundraising Efforts 
In galas and any other fundraising efforts, it is important that all areas of the 
organization are involved at some level. If one area of an organization is lacking, it may 
become apparent to a donor, which could become detrimental for future donations to the 
organization. Michael Kaiser, President of the John F. Kennedy Center for the 
Performing Arts, discussed why an organization’s staff must work together to support 
fundraising efforts. “Programmers must be able to develop their projects early enough to 
attract new donors. Marketers must be aware of the need for institutional marketing. And 
top officials must keep the organization exciting so that new people want to become 
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involved and existing donors want to become more engaged” (Kaiser 2011). In another 
article Kaiser discusses that development professionals "are considered smart, 
professional and responsible" and that they need to be able to understand the donors’ 
needs and interests in the organization (Kaiser 2013). While these key attributes are 
important, a development director must be able to articulate the programming and 
therefore, the program must be proved worthy of donor’s attention.  While a development 
professional may be the first point of contact for a major donor, a gala may provide an 
opportunity for that donor to meet or hear from a program director, artist or program 
recipient.  This contact will provide additional insight on why it is important to give to an 
arts organization.   
 
Adopting Alternative Event Concepts 
To understand how to best develop and implement a fundraising gala, it is 
important to look at guides that provide the framework for event organizers.  Practical 
guidebooks focus on choosing the right event for a specific organization and how to use 
creativity to raise funds and engage donors (Freedman 2007).  With the growth of 
alternative event concepts such as mud runs, obstacle courses and urban scavenger hunts, 
arts organizations must keep on the cutting edge of event planning to continue to engage 
their donors.  Arts organizations must understand what their donor base is looking for in a 
fundraising event and as Freedman discusses, “first pinpoint the group’s target market 
and then compile a list of events likely to appeal to that demographic” (Freedman 2007). 
According to The Next Phase of Event Fundraising: Where Mud Meets Experience, 
Mission and Impact, an organization “must allow participants to engage deeply with your 
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mission through an experience” (Smith 2013). The combination of an attendees’ 
experience, knowledge of the mission and impact the organization has on the community 
are crucial to event fundraising.   
There is a great need for an organization to engage donors by displaying how their 
support impacts the organization.  An organization must adopt techniques to showcase 
personal stories, tie donations to impact, make the annual report relevant and use email to 
nurture their donors.  An organization can use creative techniques to showcase these 
areas in a fundraising gala.  A performance, personal video story or annual reports are 
possible methods to incorporate donation impact into the gala experience (Corrado 2013). 
With the popularity of social networking, arts organizations also have an 
opportunity to adopt inexpensive strategies online to advance the visibility of an 
organization’s mission, programs and fundraising events, such as a gala.  In the study, 
Engaging Stakeholders Through Social Networking: How Nonprofit Organizations Are 
Using Facebook, 275 Facebook profiles of nonprofit organizations were studied and the 
researchers discovered that nonprofit organizations are not engaging in this social 
networking opportunity fully. “While discussion boards on Facebook were the most 
frequently used strategy to disseminate information (74%), 36% had not used the 
discussion board in a month” (Waters 2009). Additionally, “few nonprofits used 
Facebook as an outlet to provide charitable donations (13%) or advertise current 
volunteer opportunities (13%)” (Waters 2009). As Facebook provides an opportunity to 
advertise, solicit for donations, highlight programming and invite followers to events, 
nonprofit arts organizations should incorporate Facebook as a means to publicize 
important information to donors and potential donors.   
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A very popular gala event concept in the Washington, DC metropolitan area is 
celebrity engagement.  According to Stanford Social Innovation Review, celebrity 
engagement in events may not be deemed as important to the Millennial donors.   
“The 2011 Millennial Donor report focuses on engaging Millennials in fundraising. 
When it comes to fundraising, understanding donor motivation is key, and it’s important 
to align message and delivery with the points of interest and the channels most influential 
to the target audience. The Millennial Donor report uncovered that celebrity is at the 
bottom of the charts” (Sample Ward 2011). 
 
While having a celebrity involvement may not interest Millennial donors, 85 
percent of Millennials surveyed found a mission or cause to be a motivation to give to an 
organization. (Sample Ward 2011) In B-List Star, A-List Do-gooder, Nancy Lubin uses 
the case study of film star, David Arquette and his involvement with the organization 
Feeding America. While David Arquette is not as popular as an A-list star like Angelina 
Jolie, Lubin points out that the partnership is successful because “Arquette is not only 
involved in the publicity of the organization's mission but he works as a volunteer and 
engages his team of people in the work of the organization as well”(Lublin 2009). 
According to Feeding America’s website, Arquette actively volunteers his time at least 
once a week at the organization’s network of food banks, soup kitchens, and food 
pantries (2014).  
On the flipside, “There's a delicate balance to inviting Hollywood stars to 
Washington parties: One or two can generate some sex appeal without changing the 
essential nature of the event; too many and the balance of power tips to a B-list 
nightmare.” (Reliable Source 2013) While the celebrities might bring some press to a 
fundraising gala, if an organization is seeking donations from Millennials, the focus of 
fundraising efforts should be on the mission or cause of the organization.   
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There is also a demographic shift that event organizers must be prepared to 
address in fundraising gala planning over the next few years. “Aging and multicultural 
change will be major factors in the design and planning of events throughout the 
remainder of the twenty-first century” (Goldblatt 2010).  An arts organization must be 
sensitive to the needs of those attending a gala by providing resources like large-type font 
programs or ramps with handrails for the aging population.   Gala organizers will also 
need to be “sensitive to the myriad of multicultural nuances that will inform their event 
decisions” (Goldblatt 2010). With this multicultural shift, gala organizers may want to 
use techniques to be inclusive of all potential attendees like using “multiple languages to 
communicate with their constituents” (Goldblatt 2010).   
It is important to note that an organization does not need to necessarily change 
what is already working well.  If your donor base looks forward to an auction every year, 
and it brings in money and helps to recruit and retain volunteers, perhaps that is a 
tradition your organization will want to keep.  It is important that above all, an 
organization understands its donors and provides a gala experience that meets their needs 
and interests.  As noted in Special Events: A New Generation and the Next Frontier, it is 
important to keep your potential attendees and donors in mind when planning a gala 
(Goldblatt 2010).  While an organization can have a wonderfully creative idea, if it 
doesn’t interest potential attendees or keep their needs in mind, the event may not be a 
success in terms of attendance or fundraising.   
According to the Alliance for Biking and Walking’s Guide to Fundraising Galas, 
it may not always be best to “come up with new ideas that may or may not work. You get 
no extra marks in fundraising for originality, only for productivity. Some ideas do get 
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worn out from over-use. That said, this does not happen as often as most people think. 
Better to succeed by repeating a proven method than fail inventing something new” 
(Crites 2009). An organization may want to use an existing method but should adapt it to 
fit the organization, demographic and mission.   
In the study, Developing personal attachment to a physically active charity event, 
research found that participants in run/walk events formed attachments to an event 
through social engagement. The desire to fulfill a need for social connections was a high-
ranking motivation behind many participants’ involvement in the fundraising events 
(Snelgrove, Wood, Havitz 2013).  Given this research, arts organizations may want to 
look at how both alternative events and galas can provide an opportunity for social 
engagement in order for attendees to form attachments to the organization’s mission.   
 
Conclusion   
 
Based on the literature, it is most important for an organization to know their 
donors and the demographic group that may attend a gala (Goldblatt 2010).  By having an 
understanding of who is giving and who could potentially give to an arts organization, it 
will be easier to design a fundraising gala benefit to suit their needs. To retain existing 
donors and attract new ones, an organization’s mission and programming must be 
featured in fundraising events (Corrado 2013) but done so within a social environment 
(Snelgrove, Wood, Havitz 2013).  This method will help to educate donors on reasons to 
give and how their donation will be used (Frojo 2013).  While event organizers should 
look at what types of events worked in the past, it is crucial to be open to alternative 
event ideas to keep on the cutting edge of fundraising and to appeal to your donor 
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demographic (Freedman 2007).  It is also important that an entire organization be 
involved to provide a strong framework for development efforts (Kaiser 2011).  
 
 
Methodology and Limitations of Study 
 
I collected the data sources for this research from three different types of arts 
organizations in the Washington, DC metropolitan area:  Arts for the Aging, Inc., an arts 
outreach organization which serves Washington, DC area seniors; Imagination Stage, a 
children’s theatre company; and The Washington Ballet, a world-renowned ensemble of 
professional ballet dancers.   
I interviewed event organizers of these arts organizations regarding a series of 
gala-related questions including how they feature the organization’s mission and 
programs and what other activities occur at the event.  Additionally, I asked event 
organizers a series of questions regarding the history of the organization’s galas and other 
fundraising events. I gathered data through a survey, which two of these organizations 
participated in. The survey focused on event costs, earnings and attendance. I obtained 
additional organizational and gala information through Internet research.  There are many 
other organizations in the Washington, DC metropolitan area that would have been 
appropriate to include in this research, but due to time limitations I pursued only three 
organizations that varied in scope of work, size of gala and annual budget.   
 
A significant finding in my research is that I could not isolate organizational 
mission and programs from gala content as a reason for a donor to give at an event or 
become further engaged in the organization. A variety of event activities and fundraising 
techniques are employed by the organizations featured in my research.   All of these 
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methods are linked to the success of a gala and its fundraising efforts.  Successful 
fundraising galas of arts organizations in the Washington, DC metropolitan area provide 
a balance of highlighting the organization’s mission while creating a social and 
entertaining atmosphere.  These successful fundraising galas provide a variety of 
opportunities for attendees to learn about the organization and donate at the same time.   
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Chapter One:  Producing an Upscale, Social and Entertaining Event 
 
Nonprofit arts organizations of the Washington, DC area are continually 
challenged to meet attendees’ expectations of the gala experience. Glossy social 
magazines such as the Washingtonian and Washington Life produce gala guides, lists and 
coverage of upscale events that provide a luxury experience for attendees.  The 
experience can vary from organization to organization but many elements are carried 
throughout the gala season.  Exclusive locations, unique culinary experiences, luxury 
auction items, live performances, networking opportunities and fun experiences are noted 
as gala requisites of the organizations involved in this research.   
Arts for the Aging, Inc. (AFTA) is a nonprofit arts outreach organization located 
in Rockville, MD, a suburb of Washington, DC.  The organization provides participatory 
arts programs to low income seniors in the District of Columbia, Northern Virginia and 
Maryland.  The organization’s artist founder and philanthropist, Lolo Sarnoff, has 
provided the organization with a long-standing relationship with cultural organizations 
and the diplomatic community for fundraising event locations.  In its 26th year, AFTA has 
an established reputation for holding galas and other special fundraising events in 
exclusive locales.   
Imagination Stage is a professional children’s theatre in Bethesda, MD, located 
just outside of Northwest Washington, DC. Imagination Stage utilizes its expansive 
theatre spaces, classrooms and gallery as a backdrop for special events, including their 
annual gala.  Imagination Stage’s annual gala includes a live show, written specially for 
the gala evening.  The organization transforms its space with specialty furnishings, event 
lighting and décor typically created around a current theatrical production.   
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The Washington Ballet of Washington, DC is well known not only for their 
world-class company of professional ballet dancers, but for their sophisticated 
development events, including their annual fall gala.  Arts patrons are dazzled by the 
gala, which is typically focused around a featured ballet in Washington Ballet’s season. 
The organization’s annual black tie gala fundraiser is regularly featured in society pages 
of Washington, DC area magazines, newspapers and online news for its event 
performances, social scene, and inventive themes.   
The organizations in this research have all created upscale, social and entertaining 
fundraising galas by utilizing their resources, securing in-kind donations and relying on 
volunteer support.  Additionally, these organizations tend to stick with a traditional black-
tie or upscale model for the gala and holds additional events throughout the year to 
provide an out-of-the box experience for donors. 
 
Importance of In-kind Donations 
While there is a need to make a gala exciting and appealing, event cost must be 
minimized.  As the ultimate goal of a gala is to raise money, revenue from the gala must 
be significantly greater than event expenses. Results of this research demonstrate that in 
order to provide an excellent donor experience while continuing to raise funds, these arts 
organizations rely on in-kind donations and volunteerism for event elements and 
execution. With so many fundraising galas and special events occurring throughout the 
Washington, DC metropolitan area, these arts organizations have found that they must 
remain competitive with what they are charging and what they are offering in terms of 
food, beverage, performance and other event elements.  
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Janine Tursini, AFTA’s Director and CEO noted that donors’ expectations of 
event elements are often tied to price points.   Gala attendees “expect a certain amount of 
food and wine to go along with that” (Tursini 2014). In order to meet this expectation, 
Arts for the Aging continually looks at what other organizations may be charging and 
what those organizations offer at their gala.  AFTA then tries to balance their gala ticket 
prices with what is being offered in terms of food, drink, entertainment and location.   
To continue to be relevant in the Washington, DC gala culture, it is important that 
organizations use their resources to receive in-kind donations to offset expensive event 
costs.  In 2013, Imagination Stage received nearly $37,000 for in-kind contributions 
toward the gala elements such as catering, invitation design and valet services.  With 
event cash expenses of $23,510, Imagination Stage succeeded in receiving over 63% of 
its event costs donated in-kind for the 2013 gala. In their 9th year of partnering with 
Imagination Stage, Ridgewells Catering provided $25,000 in reception catering and thus 
became a major event sponsor of the 2013 gala.  Ridgewells’ in-kind donation allowed 
the organization to keep event catering costs down and focus funds on a VIP reception 
for donors that made a contribution of $1,000 to the gala.   
Even with their successes in securing in-kind donations, Imagination Stage’s 
Special Events Coordinator, Rachel Garmon also noted the organization’s challenges 
with gala donations, sharing that it’s becoming harder to have printing of invitations as an 
in-kind donation.  With the evolution of websites that allow individuals to print online, 
the specialty printing industry has been hit hard, limiting its ability to provide in-kind 
support in lieu of paid services.  Imagination Stage was not able to secure print collateral 
as an in-kind donation in 2013, which increased their gala event’s budget by $1,500. 
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With these challenges, arts organizations must reach out to their board, event 
chairs, volunteer committees, corporate sponsors, community partners and donors to 
provide in-kind donations to enhance the gala and the experience for the attendee.   
Elizabeth Sizer, Director of Events at the Washington Ballet says, “I can't even 
tell you how much money that we rely on these contacts to help us out and donate 
whatever it might be” (Sizer 2014).  For the 2013 gala, a member of the Ballet’s women’s 
committee provided the organization with six cases of vodka for the event through a 
personal contact. A member of this organization’s board of directors is friends with the 
Ambassador of Ecuador and this connection has provided the organization with flowers 
for the gala for many years.   In 2012, for example, the Embassy of Ecuador donated 
5,000 roses for the Alice in Wonderland Ball.  The black-tie fundraising gala was 
modeled after the ballet’s production of Alice in Wonderland and featured a Rose Garden 
of the Queen of Hearts. The event design highlighted Ecuador’s position as a global 
leader in responsible and sustainable flower production, enabling both organizations to 
highlight mission impact for the attendees (Embassy of Ecuador 2012). 
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FIGURE 3:  2012 WASHINGTON BALLET ALICE & WONDERLAND BALL 
FLOWER DONATION FROM EMBASSY OF ECUADOR 
 
The Embassy of Ecuador and Ecuador’s national association of flower producers donates 5,000 roses to the 
Washington Ballet for the Alice in Wonderland Ball at the Andrew W. Mellon Auditorium, Washington, 
DC April 2012 (ecuador.org) 
 
AFTA’s relationships with individuals from a variety of walks of life have proven 
helpful to its ability to secure in-kind donations, as well.  The organization has been able 
to use its long-standing relationships with diplomats for in-kind donations such as cuisine 
of the host country, beverages, flowers and shared costs of venue staffing.  Additionally, 
long-standing relationships with individuals who are willing to donate their time and 
talents are of significant importance to this organization.  For example, a volunteer event 
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photographer and public relations professional have enhanced AFTA’s appeal in the 
press and among event attendees.   
All three organizations demonstrate the importance of soliciting in-kind donations 
to keep event costs down and to meet donors’ expectations of their gala experience.  It is 
important that organizations use their resources, including human resources found 
through their relationships and networks, in order to produce a pleasing event while still 
yielding significant revenue.   
 
Alternative Event Concepts 
In addition to annual galas, Arts for the Aging, Imagination Stage and The 
Washington Ballet hold additional events or alternative events on their yearly 
development calendar to provide an out-of-the box experience for donors. These types of 
fundraisers are important to note within this research, as other organizations may want to 
adopt these types of events to enhance their development efforts.  Additionally, as event 
planners look to see what may be missing from their gala, they may want to adopt events 
in addition to or instead of a gala to help complement their other development efforts. 
Whether it is featuring mission-based programming, meeting unique expectations of 
donors or engaging with a new donor base, events outside of the traditional black-tie gala 
can provide benefits to nonprofit arts organizations.      
These alternative event concepts provide organizations an opportunity to engage 
new donors who may not attend a traditional gala, while still producing organizational 
revenue.  For example, AFTA holds a yearly tennis tournament, bringing in a very 
different donor base than the traditional gala setting.  Additionally, spectators are invited 
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to watch the tournament and attend a tennis reception for $125. This event often brings 
together the new prospective donors or tennis players with those already engaged with 
the organization.  While AFTA’s tennis tournament itself may not provide a mission-
based experience, the social interaction at the tennis reception can provide donors with 
opportunities to meet board members, women’s committee members and existing 
organizational donors.  This amalgamation at the tennis reception can provide networking 
opportunities among those already engaged and those that could become involved in the 
organization.  
 Washington Ballet’s Nutcracker Tea Party provides an opportunity for donors to 
attend a performance of The Nutcracker along with “an elegant plated tea with white 
glove service and a buffet of sweets” (Washington Ballet 2014). Additionally, attendees 
are provided an opportunity to meet Washington Ballet dancers and pose for photos with 
cast members of The Nutcracker.  Similarly, Imagination Stage holds an annual 
Children’s Ball, which pairs a theatrical performance with a family friendly creative 
event.  The sold-out spring Children’s Ball brought in $42,000 in revenue in 2014.    
Arts organizations may also want to incorporate strategies to engage donors at a 
lower price point through alternative organizational events.  As gala prices can be 
significant, an alternative event can provide a new donor with the opportunity to attend 
without making a large contribution up front.   
Washington Ballet’s beerballet&bubbly is a behind-the-scenes event series, which 
allows patrons to attend a rehearsal of an upcoming production and is followed by a beer 
and sparkling wine reception.   At only $25, a general admission ticket to this event in 
2013 was the lowest-cost, ticketed fundraising event at the Washington Ballet that year.   
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Examples of Event Ticket Prices, 2013 (General Admission) 
Imagination 
Stage 
Arts for the Aging Washington Ballet 
Gala:  $250 Gala:  $225/ $150 (new 
benefactor) 
Gala:  $250 
Children’s Ball: 
$80 
Tennis Reception:  $120 Nutcraker Tea:  $200 
  Beerballet&bubbly:  $25 
 
FIGURE 2:  EXAMPLES OF FUNDRAISING EVENT TICKET PRICES, 2013  
 
One strategy to engage prospective donors is to provide incentives for these 
individuals to attend the gala at a discounted rate. Arts for the Aging pursues this idea, 
using the term “new benefactor” for those who have not attended the gala in the past. The 
organization provides a $75 discount to these individuals. Incorporating strategies to 
engage donors throughout their experience with the organization is key.  
Alternative events may be a way to break out of the traditional black tie structure 
to provide opportunities for new donors to learn about an organization and for existing 
donors to further engage.  A smaller organization may want to first adopt a lower cost 
alternative event before expanding to an expensive gala.  These events may still provide 
an opportunity for a social and fun experience without significant event costs to the 
organization or prohibitive ticket prices for some interested donors.   
A high-priced gala comes with expectations and the organizations studied have 
found that it is important to balance the expenses of a gala by pursuing in-kind donations 
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and considering alternative event concepts to raise funds and engage donors. While a 
luxury experience may be important to some event attendees, the experiences of these 
organizations demonstrates that providing that type of experience can require a 
significant amount of time, volunteer and staff support and funds. Additionally, adoption 
of alternative events may reflect Smith’s view that an organization “must allow 
participants to engage deeply with your mission through an experience” (Smith 2013). 
Arts for the Aging’s tennis tournament, the rehearsal event with the Washington Ballet or 
the Children’s Ball with Imagination Stage, are all examples of alternative events that 
allow participants to engage with the organization’s mission through a unique experience. 
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Chapter 2:  Featuring Mission and Program Related Content in a Gala 
 
 
Nonprofit organizations must find creative ways to tell the story of the 
organization to engage donors.  Arts organizations often have a unique opportunity to 
showcase the work of their organization at a gala, while keeping the event entertaining by 
using their internal talents.  Through my research, I’ve learned that Arts for the Aging, 
Imagination Stage and The Washington Ballet believe that it is important to feature their 
work to deepen donor engagement and create a generally upscale, entertaining and fun 
environment. While the qualitative research does not lend itself to understanding if these 
activities trigger donors to give more, arts organizations may learn from these research 
subjects on the techniques to highlight the work and challenges of doing so to create an 
environment that meets donors’ expectations.  
The organizations in this research have all promoted their programs in various 
methods including; outreach participant testimonials, performance, celebrity engagement, 
organizational award, collaterals featuring program information and a theme related to 
the work.   
 
Testimonials  
Arts for the Aging underwent a strategic planning process in 2009, in which the 
board of directors was in agreement about incorporating a more mission-related focus 
into the organization’s events, including its fall gala.  As an arts outreach organization 
that works with multiple arts mediums, AFTA had exhibited visual artwork and literary 
works produced by senior citizens in the outreach programs at the gala and in the printed 
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program prior to 2009.  The organization began looking for additional ways to highlight 
these programs as a result of the strategic planning process.   
“It is hard because our mission is to serve older adults that have some sort of physical or 
cognitive impairment and so it is difficult to get testimonials and get them in person at 
events, but we have done it. We have gotten a senior to come to a Gala and give as much 
of a testimonial as they could and they would do it with the guidance and support of the 
staff at the senior center.” (Tursini 2014)  
 
 
 While Arts for the Aging finds it beneficial to feature program participants, Janine 
Tursini notes that she has to be very careful about who the organization chooses to give a 
testimonial and how long that person speaks. At one gala, the organization invited a 
program participant who suffered from a stroke to speak about his story and why the 
program was important to him.  Tursini explains that while the program participant had 
an incredible story to tell, he spoke slowly and the audience became restless. “That was 
hard. It was painful to see that happening” (Tursini 2014). 
  Leon Harris, WJLA-Channel 8 anchor and host of scores of events around town, 
Harris, mentions a similar situation while hosting a gala. “I have been on stage with 
cancer survivors and getting the crowd to be quiet for five minutes to hear about why 
these kids are alive — the noise level has been shameful” (Washington Post 2014).    
As discussed in Special Events:  A New Generation and the Next Frontier, an 
organization must plan to provide event speakers with “coaching and support” as well as 
“communicate clearly and often to the speakers what you want them to accomplish” 
(Goldblatt 2010). While the research does not support that audiences interrupt all 
program participant testimonials, an organization may want to give thought into who and 
how they engage program participants in testimonials at a gala given the examples from 
Janine Tursini and Leon Harris.  
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Performance  
A common strategy to highlight an organization’s work is to include a 
performance by the professional artists of the organization or its outreach program 
participants. This type of gala activity allows attendees to witness the organization’s 
work firsthand and it also provides a built-in source of entertainment.   
At Imagination Stage’s annual gala, an original one-night performance is at the 
core of the event. Nick Vargas, the gala show producer, is a staff member dedicated to 
producing the gala show through script-writing and coordination of performers and 
rehearsals.  “You have to create really dynamic moments that are important to the people 
there because if you have them only for 45 minutes, you got to hit those high points” 
(Vargas 2014). To do this, the gala show highlights upcoming programming initiatives 
and showcases the program participants and professional teaching artists involved in the 
theatre’s classes and outreach programs.  The show takes place on the theatre’s main 
stage and includes theatrical components such as costume, set, lights, sound and music.   
The Washington Ballet opts for a more casual approach to the performance 
element and has incorporated a “flash mob” style of dance routine into its gala.  “It kind 
of happens organically. It happens in the middle of the room. There's no real set stage. 
There's no sitting down in the audience. It just kind of happens” (Sizer 2014). 
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FIGURE 4:  2013 WASHINGTON BALLET GALA PERFORMANCE 
The Washington Ballet Hemingway in Paris Ball performance at the Library Congress, Washington, DC 
April, 2013 (Revamp.com) 
At The Washington Ballet’s 2014 spring gala, Hemingway in Paris Ball, dancers 
performed a can-can in the middle of The Library of Congress.  Gala attendees watched 
from the mezzanine, stairwells and throughout the event space. At its 2013 Ballet Soiree, 
dancers from the Studio Company of the Washington Ballet performed “Diamant,” an 
energetic piece set to pop music like Rihanna’s “Diamonds” and commissioned for the 
event and choreographed by the ballet’s Aaron Jackson. (Chapin 2013)  This approach 
exposes attendees to what the organization is doing while maintaining a party atmosphere 
in an exclusive locale with upscale food, drink, décor and opportunities for social 
engagement. 
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Even before a gala, donors have the opportunity to engage directly in the work of 
performing arts organizations like Washington Ballet and Imagination Stage by paying 
for a ticket to see a show throughout the season.  As an arts outreach organization, this 
option is less available to organizations like Arts for the Aging, whose activities are 
directed towards specific populations rather than the general public.  As a result, most 
donors attending a fundraising event will not have experienced AFTA’s programming 
firsthand.  To combat this, AFTA employs a variety of techniques to demonstrate the 
outcomes of its work throughout the gala program.  AFTA’s teaching artists and outreach 
participants perform at the annual gala, which allows the attendees to witness the level of 
artistic quality that the outreach programs provide. 
One example of this is Arts for the Aging’s "Celebrating Artful Living" 
fundraising event, which took place at the Embassy of Finland and included a 
performance by a group of seniors who participated in a choral group led by Anthony 
Hyatt, one of AFTA’s artist instructors.  Before the event, a letter was sent to attendees 
that discussed the choral group, the language barrier that existed and the story behind 
their musical bond with the artist instructor.  At the event, the group performed America 
the Beautiful in Chinese, their native language, and English, which they do not speak.  
“That was really, really special. I think it kind of knocked everybody's socks off because 
of what they sang too and because of language barriers” (Tursini 2014).  By previewing 
the story in the letter, the audience was able to have an insider look into the 
organization’s work.  This also heightened anticipation for the event.  Showcasing the 
story through the performance further reinforced the value of the organization’s work.   
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FIGURE 5:  SILVER SINGERS PERFORM AT ARTS FOR THE AGING EVENT AT 
EMBASSY OF FINLAND 
 
The Silver Singers from Family Matters Asian and Pacific Islander Senior Center at Arts for the Aging’s 
Celebrating Artful Living Event at the Embassy of Finland, Washington, DC April 2013 (Stephanie 
Williams Images) 
 
 
Celebrity Engagement 
Celebrities may be engaged in a gala through an honorary chair position, giving a 
speech, receiving an award or just by attending the event.  An arts organization should 
utilize its own talents as featured celebrities but can also look to other celebrities as well. 
Celebrity engagement is an enticing way to provide buzz and excitement over the event 
but as discussed in B-List Star, A-List Do-gooder, Nancy Lubin suggests it is most 
effective when the celebrity is involved in the publicity of the organization’s work but 
also that they are engaged in the mission as well (2009).  Event leaders at Arts for the 
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Aging, Imagination Stage and The Washington Ballet all expressed the need for celebrity 
engagement to be related to the mission of the organization in some way.   
In some cases, those with a celebrity status are already built into an arts 
organization.  The Washington Ballet’s dancers and well-known Artistic Director 
Septime Webre mingle and engage with donors at the events, which provides attendees 
another way to feel connected.  Sizer notes that Septime has 
 
“a very warm personality, and people love being around him. As the head of this organization, he's 
very helpful in that regard. We use it to our advantage. If he's going to be at an event, we make 
sure people know that he's going to be at an event and you know he's on the guest list. It helps 
draw people in.” (Sizer 2014) 
 
Imagination Stage has engaged politicians as celebrities to serve in honorary chair 
roles.  At the 2007 Imagination Stage gala, Speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi was an 
honorary chair and attended the gala. President Obama and First Lady Michelle Obama 
have also served as honorary chairs for Imagination Stage galas.  They are “vocal 
proponents of the importance of arts education in nurturing the creative thinkers the 
United States will need to lead in the future”  (Fogel 2009). Senator Barack Obama, 
served as honorary chair before he was President but did not attend. Michelle Obama 
served as the honorary chair, the first year she was First Lady in 2009.  
“She didn't attend but the numbers definitely increased, even though we didn't tell anyone 
she was coming and if anyone asked, we knew she wasn't coming, and most everyone 
knew she wasn't coming, but we still saw an influx in numbers” (Garmon 2014). 
 
Awards 
VIPs or celebrities may also present or receive an award related to achievements 
in the arts field closely tied with the mission of the organization.  An award presentation 
at a gala can provide an opportunity to thank an individual for furthering the mission of 
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the organization through related work.  Award recipients that are well versed in the type 
of work and mission of the organization can engage gala attendees who may not be 
familiar with the work.   
For the past five years, Arts for the Aging has awarded a deserving recipient with 
the annual Lolo Sarnoff Award.  The presentation of this award further engages attendees 
with the mission of the organization as it features a member of the community that has 
shown “distinguished community service, humanitarianism, creativity and engagement in 
the arts” (Arts for the Aging).  
Imagination Stage employs a similar strategy through its Imagination Awards.  Its 
2013 Imagination Award was presented to Judith Viorst, a children’s author well-known 
for her book Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day.  Viorst is 
also the author of Lulu and the Brontosaurus, a children’s book and musical that was 
featured in the 2014 theatre season at Imagination Stage.  
 
Collaterals   
Printed event advertising, invitations and programs can provide another avenue to 
highlight the work of an arts organization.  Gala collateral such as a printed program 
provides an additional method to feature testimonials in the gala setting.  The 2013 gala 
program celebrating Arts for the Aging’s 25th Anniversary includes many mission-related 
items including a group poem by participants in a senior workshop, a page dedicated to 
the organizational mission and tributes to the organization’s founder.  AFTA’s 2012 gala 
program featured a section titled “What Our Partners Are Saying,” incorporating 
testimonials from the organization’s senior center partners. As discussed in Repositioning 
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Fundraising in the 21st Century, donors have shifted their interests in giving from ‘self-
oriented’ to ‘altruistic’ charities (Nichols, 2004). Given that Arts for the Aging is an 
outreach organization, it could potentially benefit the organization to feature information 
on how it serves needy populations.   
 Even the language in event materials can tie nicely into the organizational mission 
or programs.  In 2014, Imagination Stage used language like Producer, Directors, 
Choreographers, Musicians, and Actors to signify levels of giving. The invitation also 
includes a section titled “Support our Ongoing Success Story” which provides 
background information on the organization, its mission, programs and awards received. 
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FIGURE 6:  IMAGINATION STAGE 2014 GALA INVITATION PAGE 1 
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FIGURE 7: IMAGINATION STAGE 2014 GALA INVITATION PAGE 2 
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FIGURE 8:  IMAGINATION STAGE 2014 GALA INVITATION PAGE 3 
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FIGURE 9:  IMAGINATION STAGE 2014 GALA INVITATION PAGE 4 
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Theme 
Themes play an important part in a gala experience.  A gala theme can be based 
around the organization’s work, including artistic genre or a performance or exhibition in 
the season.   A theme gives the attendee an experiential opportunity to better understand 
the organization’s work.  This type of approach exposes attendees to what an 
organization is doing while maintaining a party atmosphere.  
Imagination Stage incorporates a theme based on a children’s play or related 
theme.  Seussical, the Musical was featured in Imagination Stage’s 2012/2013 season, 
which allowed the event organizers, caterers, lighting designers and decorators to design 
their work around Seuss’ books. One room was themed around "Oh the Places You'll 
Go", featuring the book’s pastel colors. Another paid homage to the "Cat in the Hat", and 
yet another was themed around "Green Eggs and Ham".    
The Washington Ballet also incorporates themes into its annual Ballet Soiree, 
typically centered around the ballet that the company is currently presenting. Past events 
have included The Hemingway in Paris Ball, celebrating the ballet, Hemingway: The Sun 
Also Rises and the Alice in Wonderland Ball, featuring the ballet ALICE (in 
Wonderland). A Giselle-themed party in 2013 would have proven difficult due to the 
dark theme of the ballet.  Instead, the organization opted for a masquerade ball, in honor 
of Halloween. Attendees embraced the theme and nearly everyone wore ornate 
masquerade masks.  
Beyond the swanky event locale, flashy-dressed Washingtonians and the glamour 
of a gala, featuring an organization’s mission and programs provide a reminder to event 
attendees that there is another reason behind the event. Testimonials, performance, 
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celebrity engagement, awards, and themes have been discussed as techniques that help 
Arts for the Aging, Imagination Stage and Washington Ballet to further gala and event 
attendees’ experiences while continuing to keep the mission and programs of these 
organizations front and center.  
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Chapter 3:  Creating an Atmosphere of Giving 
 
While it is important to create a gala that highlights the organization’s work in a 
fun and entertaining atmosphere, the primary purpose of these events is to raise funds. 
Organizations of all sizes can benefit from using a gala to raise funds. Smaller 
organizations can use volunteer resources to implement an entertaining, social and 
mission-related gala that can greatly benefit the organization’s bottom line.  As noted on 
the chart below, Arts for the Aging, an organization whose annual budget was 
approximately $260,000 in 2012 (Guidestar 2012), relies heavily on its gala earnings.  At 
the 2012 gala, AFTA raised $36,180 (Tursini 2014), which represents nearly 13% of its 
total annual revenues (Guidestar 2012).   Raising $290,0000 (Garmon 2014), Imagination 
Stage earned approximately 6% of its 4.8 million dollar annual revenue (Guidestar 2012) 
through its 2012 gala. Whereas, The Washington Ballet relies less on its gala earnings 
and brought in approximately 3% of its annual income or  $320,000 (Bizbash 2012) of its 
9.2 million dollar annual revenue (GuideStar 2012).  
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FIGURE 10:  PERCENTAGES OF GALA VS. TOTAL REVENUE 
 
Organizations like Arts for the Aging that rely heavily on galas and special events 
to raise funds may want to utilize techniques for attendees to give while at an event.  
There are numerous strategies that organizations implement to incentivize giving beyond 
the cost of a gala ticket including auctions, recognizing current donors and pairing staff 
and board members with prospective donors for solicitation.  Donors must be provided 
with opportunities to give in a variety of ways at the event itself while the organization’s 
work and event experience is fresh in their minds. This reflects Lange’s idea that in order 
to nurture relationships with donors, it is important to provide information on how their 
contributions are used (Lange 2011). In the gala environment, providing an attendee 
multiple ways to give while they are learning how donations are used could benefit an 
organization.   
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Auctions 
An auction provides an opportunity to give in a variety of ways.  A gala 
committee will seek out donations for luxury items and gifts that gala attendees can bid 
on to help raise money for the arts organization.  Items can be donated from individuals, 
community sponsors, vendors or local businesses.  Approximately 11% of funds raised at 
Imagination Stage’s 2012 and 2013 galas came from silent auctions held during these 
events. In 2011, Arts for the Aging also raised approximately 11% of gala revenues from 
the silent auction.  
As discussed in How to Run a Successful Silent Auction, while a silent auction 
could be fruitful; it is a cumbersome undertaking and time intensive. Organizations 
should plan accordingly and decide if the organization will receive a return on its 
investment of time and other resources.  An organization should have proper internal or 
volunteer assistance to secure auction items, price the items, create bid sheets, transport 
items, set up the auction table, man the tables, close the auction and work the checkout 
(Garecht 2011). 
Imagination Stage has been successful in soliciting volunteer help for silent and 
live auction donations.  For example, one of the auction chairs calls everyone who 
donated the previous year. Rachel Garmon, Imagination Stage’s event coordinator says 
she sends out the solicitation letter and he does all of the follow up, which takes a 
significant amount of time.  “He will do the multiple calls, multiple follow-ups. It's a 
huge weight off of me to have him do that” (Garmon 2014). This volunteer solicits for 
items like theatre tickets and he creates a theatre for a year package with tickets for 
theatres throughout the Washington, DC metropolitan area (Garmon 2014). 
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Recognizing Donors 
It is important for donors to be recognized at events.  As discussed in the literature 
Retaining your Best Donors in the Chronicle of Philanthropy, Jeremy Greg, the Vice 
President for Development at the Center for Nonprofit Management in Dallas, discussed 
the importance of thanking donors for their giving.   “In general, I think that all fund 
raisers should follow the rule of "saying thank you seven (7) times for every ask" (The 
Chronicle for Philanthropy 2009). Creative recognition of sponsors has been noted by 
Imagination Stage as an important technique to entertain and thank donors. More 
traditional methods of including sponsors in a program and on the invitation are 
integrated in Arts for the Aging and The Washington Ballet’s donor recognition efforts  
 Sponsorship can provide a significant amount of revenue at a fundraising gala.  At 
AFTA’s 2013 gala, sponsorship made up 61% of the event revenue, whereas general 
admission tickets provided only 33% of the $54,410 in revenue.  AFTA gives recognition 
to its sponsors through the use of their printed program and invitation.   
 Imagination Stage lists its sponsors at a giving level of $1,000 to $25,000 in their 
program and invitation as well.  Additionally, Imagination Stage prepares a sponsor song 
for those that donated $5,000 or more to the gala.  The song is set to a popular song and 
includes all sponsors in the new song version in a comical fashion that also ties to the 
work of the organization. This part of the gala show is growing in popularity and 
attendees have asked, “How do I get in the sponsor song?” demonstrating the appeal of 
this strategy to potential sponsors (Garmon 2014). 
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Donor Pairing with Staff or Board 
The arts organizations in my research all discussed a strategy for board members, 
event chairs and staff to meet attendees and know who they are in advance.  These 
organizations noted that they work to make sure those existing and new donors, 
especially those with the ability to give at a high level or secure a corporate sponsorship 
are greeted individually by a member of the organization. As discussed in Retaining your 
Best Donors, Jeremy Gregg states that building a personal relationship with donors is 
key.   “They want to know that they matter not as checkbooks, but as people” (Gregg 
2009).  A gala can provide an opportunity to foster a personal relationship with a board 
member or staff member.   
Prior to its fundraising events, Imagination Stage’s development staff sits down 
with the RSVP list and pairs a member of the organization next to each guest.  If the staff 
doesn’t know who a guest is, they research them a bit to find out who they and who they 
might know that is associated with the organization.   It’s important to know if the guest 
knows a board member or another key organizational player so the staff can let them 
know that a new guest will be attending. Each executive staff member and board member 
is paired up with someone they should purposefully meet. It’s important that this method 
is used because “if a bigwig walks in from some corporate company and you have no 
idea, it's a completely missed opportunity to engage them in the organization” (Garmon). 
The organizations studied noted that a gala often becomes a place for highly 
connected individuals to network, and that an arts organization should take this 
opportunity to get to know these guests personally, provide them with the opportunity to 
give and thank those that give. This reflects what Wendroff writes about gala 
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engagement,  “the most important point and one that many nonprofit boards often 
overlook – is the personal contact that a special event can offer in contrast to the usual 
arms-length direct mail or telethon programs” (Wendroff 2004). 
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Conclusion 
Arts for the Aging, Imagination Stage and Washington Ballet create galas that 
provide a balance of highlighting the organization’s mission while creating a social and 
entertaining atmosphere utilizing various gala techniques.  These successful fundraising 
galas provide a variety of opportunities for attendees to learn about the organization and 
donate at the same time.   
Successful fundraising gala techniques are used by all three organizations in this 
research; Arts for the Aging, Imagination Stage and The Washington Ballet.  Although 
the three organizations varied in size and scope of work, similar techniques were 
employed to meet attendees’ expectations of a luxury event, highlight the organization’s 
work and raise funds.   
A luxury gala experience can require a significant amount of time, funds and 
volunteer and staff support. A nonprofit arts organization must balance its expenses and 
staff time by utilizing its resources. The organizations I researched have all sought out in-
kind donations and use board and volunteer resources to assist in the creation of an 
upscale environment.  These organizations have also included alternative events in their 
development calendar.  
This study illustrated how arts organizations of the Washington DC area value the 
concept of featuring an organization’s mission and programs and work to include this in 
their annual fundraising galas.  The use of performance was prevalent across all three 
organizations to highlight the organizations work at a gala.  As discussed in the literature, 
to retain existing donors and attract new ones, an organization’s mission and 
programming must be featured in fundraising events (Corrado 2013).  Testimonials, 
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performance, celebrity engagement, awards, and themes were all noted techniques that 
provided opportunities for gala attendees to understand the programs and mission of the 
organizations in this research.    
Gala funds accounted for 3-11% of the annual revenues for the organizations in 
this research. All of these organizations have created an atmosphere of giving through 
individual engagement strategies and by thanking existing donors.  These organizations 
have also used strategies to engage with their donors personally at a gala by pairing 
donors to executive staff and board members.   
These findings are important as they provide a number of techniques that arts 
organizations and other types of nonprofits can use to create a gala that is balanced in 
donor experience, mission and fundraising.  Further research in this topic may involve 
other nonprofit organizations in a variety of fields to understand the techniques that they 
use and that could be potentially successful to arts nonprofits to use as well.   
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